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Abstract 
The premise on which the present research proceeds is that the persuasive impact of an 
environmental message depends on both regulatory focus and construal level. Research indicates 
that people often focus more on information that is relevant to them. Hence they will attend more 
on information that fits with their self-regulatory orientations. When one’s regulatory orientation 
is sustained during goal pursuit, participants are more persuaded (Cesario, Grant, & Higgins, 
2004), express higher brand affinity (Aaker & Lee, 2001), and engaged more in advertisement 
(Wang & Lee, 2006). Results of four studies show that 1) regulatory fit between regulatory focus 
and construal level of benefits can be induced 2) more favorable sustainable product evaluations 
and persuasion are likely to occur when people’s self-regulatory orientations and their construal 
level of benefits fit with one another 3) the effect of self-regulatory goal depend on construal 
level of benefits 4) involvement mediates the effect of fit between regulatory focus and construal 
level on evaluations. The overall pattern of findings, which is consistent across multiple 
operationalizations of regulatory focus (picture prime and advertisement message frame) 
converges to demonstrate that more favorable product evaluations and persuasion occurs when 
the level of construal fits one’s accessible regulatory focus, however, these effects are prominent 
only when individuals construe sustainable products’ benefits closely. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background 
In Italy, cities are struggling with how to handle thousands of tons of trash (Babington, 
2007).  In China, extensive pollution threatens to derail decades of economic progress (Jacobs, 
2010).  In Western Africa, desertification threatens the lives of millions while in South America, 
unscrupulous cattle grazing is destroying the Amazon forest at unprecedented rates (World 
Wildlife Fund, 2010).  A key cause of these environmental problems is unsustainable 
consumption habits by human beings. People in industrialized and developing nations are 
adopting these unsustainable habits at alarming rates.  Frequent use of new items (e.g., buying 
disposable items instead of reusing or recycling) and over-reliance on personal vehicles (e.g., 
commuting with a car instead of using reliable public transportation) has become a key part of 
daily life in places as divergent as New York and Seoul. 
As the harmful consequences of environmentally unsustainable human behavior have 
become more obvious, awareness and anxiety regarding environmental issues have risen among 
some people (Dunlap, 1998; Wilson, 2001).  Although studies have shown that a large number of 
individuals describe environmental problems as a critical social issue (Kempton, Boster, & 
Hartley, 1995), there are still many who perceive the potential effects of environmental 
destruction as applying to distant places, individuals, or non-humans (Leiserowitz, 2004).  For 
example, some in the developing world dismiss pollution as a problem of industrialized nations 
while in industrialized nations, some view pollution as in issue of emerging economies. 
Corporations, governments, non-profits, and even transnational entities (e.g., World Bank, 
the European Union) have expressed alarm at the growth of unsustainable habits.  In response, 
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they have implemented campaigns that seek to promote sustainable practices among people.   
These campaigns range from the very basic (e.g., local town advertisements encouraging green 
practices) to the comprehensive (e.g., the GreenNYC project that encourages city residents to 
adopt sustainable practices in their daily lives) (GreenNYC, 2011).  Billions of dollars have been 
spent on these campaigns but their effect on changing behaviors is questionable.  Scholars and 
practitioners still know very little on how to effectively promote sustainable consumption 
behaviors to members of the so-called general public. 
One field of study that has attempted to understand how to communicate effectively 
about environmental sustainability is environmental psychology.  Scholars in this field have 
proposed two perspectives on this issue.  The first perspective argues that individuals’ pro-
environmental attitudes can induce environment-friendly behaviors (e.g., Guagano, Stern, & 
Dietz, 1995; Oskamp, Edwards, Sherwood, Okuda, & Swanson, 1991; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 
2010).  For example, when individuals have favorable thoughts regarding sustainable behaviors, 
they are more likely to exhibit environment-friendly behaviors.  This research perspective has 
inspired various environmental education campaigns.  The advertisements within these 
campaigns are often designed based on the assumption that humans are rational, and that once 
informed with the relevant environmental information, subsequent attitude changes induce 
behavioral changes as well (Burn, 1991). 
A second research perspective has argued that situational variables such as personal 
commitment and influence by block leaders can guide attitude or behavior changes (e.g., Burn, 
1997; Dwyer, Leeming, Cobern, Porter, & Jackson, 1993; Katzev & Johnson, 1987).  This 
perspective has its roots in 1970s research on ecological behavior conducted by behavioral 
psychologists.  Advertisements based on this perspective emphasize the use of positive 
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reinforcement strategies and commitment techniques (e.g., Geller, 1989).  A key aspect to 
campaign success, in this perspective, is obtaining a verbal or written commitment from 
individuals (e.g., Pardini and Katzev, 1983). 
A significant portion of the existing studies in these perspectives has focused on how to 
measure environmental attitudes and how to relate them to existing ecological behaviors.  
Although these studies are valuable, a need exists for studies that examine three critical things.  
Studies are needed on how direct use of persuasive communication (for example, testing 
message frames and collecting immediate responses) can change environment friendly product 
evaluations.  Studies are also needed that consider the social contexts (for example, whether 
persuasion processes are different for certain types of environmental goals) in which old and new 
attitudes are supported or undermined.  In addition, studies that examine psychological qualities 
such as the roles of changing outcomes (for example, whether the persuasion processes are 
different for psychologically proximal or distal benefits) are needed. 
 
1.2 Statement of Problem 
Although there is growing consensus among publics that the planet’s environment is 
changing and something needs to be done to stop it (Leiserowitz, 2004), people’s behaviors still 
do not show many signs of understandings in sustainable consumption: when it concerns 
everyday purchase behavior, individuals do not always act in accordance with what they 
acknowledge (Knussen & Yule, 2008).  While economic constraints may determine the 
individuals’ choices and decisions in the marketplace, psychological factors also influence the 
evaluations and implementations of sustainable consumption practices. 
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This project views sustainable consumption as a motivated action that reflects 
environmental goals.  To facilitate greater engagement during message exposure and more 
favorable sustainable product evaluations via persuasive communications, the nature and 
structure of environmental goals and how consumers perceive product benefits with 
psychological distance should be investigated.  Regulatory focus and construal level theory 
provide theoretical frameworks which posit (1) the structure of discrete goals and (2) how these 
goals are mentally represented influences the likelihood of attaining an environmental goal 
through the use of sustainable products. 
 
1.3 Significance of the Study  
 The present study contributes to both the theoretical aspects of information processing in 
communicating sustainability and to practical considerations of framing environmental 
advertising messages.  From a theoretical perspective, this research sheds light on how concrete 
mental representation of benefits facilitates goal-relevant information processing.  With regard to 
practical applications, this research provides an interesting and important addition to past studies 
(e.g., Agerstrom & Bjorkund, 2009; Ebreo & Vining, 2001; Joireman, Lasane, Bennet, Richards, 
& Solimani, 2001; Milfont & Gouveia, 2006; Rabinovich, Morton, & Postmes, 2009) arguing 
that sustainability is increased by inducing abstract mental construals (e.g., long- v. short-term 
perspectives, pro-social v. pro-self beliefs).   
 Findings suggest that discrete environmental goals can influence attitudes toward 
products and message effectiveness differently depending on construal level of benefits.  By 
applying regulatory focus theory, this project examined whether promotion- or prevention-
focused environmental goals and strategies alter sustainable product evaluations and 
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persuasiveness of environmental messages.  More importantly, this research suggests that the 
psychological distance of benefits moderates the effect of goal-related information on judgments. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Imagine a married couple, Melissa and David, both of whom were recently in a grocery 
store to buy laundry detergent.  In the detergent aisle David insisted on buying a bottle of regular 
Arm & Hammer detergent, a brand that touts its superior cleaning power.  Melissa, however, 
insisted on buying a bottle of 7th Generation Free & Clear, a brand that touts its environmentally 
safe formula.  When comparing their choices in laundry detergents, the couple noticed several 
differences in the factors that influenced how they made their choices.  David, who is a car 
salesman, argued that what was most important in his mind when deciding to buy a laundry 
detergent was that the detergent could make his clothes refreshed.  He emphasized that a laundry 
detergent should be strong enough to make white shirts shine.  Thus, the pleasure of wearing 
bright shirts played a crucial role in David’s support for a bottle of Arm & Hammer over 7th 
Generation.  In contrast, Melissa, being a caregiver of two children, said that a feeling of 
refreshment was not very important in her decision.  Rather, the most important consideration in 
her mind was that the detergent not have an adverse impact on nature: if water pollution gets 
worse by the use of strong chemical detergents, her children will suffer in the future. 
A powerful way of framing a message considers individuals’ goals; however, people 
approach goals in different manners.  The detergent choices above illustrate two distinct goals 
that can be labeled as promotion versus prevention.  David’s detergent choice illustrates a 
promotion goal: he wants to find something that will help him achieve a positive outcome – 
detergent that cleans very well.  In contrast, Melissa’s detergent choice illustrates a prevention 
goal: she wants to find something that will help her avoid a negative outcome – detergent that 
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does not damage the environment.  Regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997) helps us understand 
how and why people make these different choices. 
A central idea in regulatory focus theory is that people approach pleasure and avoid pain. 
Built on two distinct orientations, regulatory focus theory posits two types of systems: a 
promotion and prevention system.  Both systems are assumed to coexist in principle, but 
whichever system happens to be more accessible than the other influences judgment and 
behavior (Higgins, 1997; 1998).  Regulatory focus has been studied both as a temporary, 
situationally induced orientation and as a chronic, individual difference variable.  Individuals 
with salient promotion orientations regulate their affect, attention, attitudes, and perception 
toward gains and nongains; however, those with salient prevention orientations regulate their 
affect, attention, attitudes, and perception toward losses and nonlosses.  As will be further 
explained in the literature review (this chapter), researchers in last two decades have shown how 
people perceive (Markman & Brendl, 2000), feel (Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997), and 
process (Wang & Lee, 2006) information differently depending on whether they have a 
promotion or a prevention focus. First, however, I turn to another aspect of the introductory 
scenario that will feature prominently in this dissertation. 
In addition to the promotion and prevention goals that influenced Melissa and David, the 
shopping scenario illustrates two other concepts central to this dissertation: Mellissa and David’s 
desired outcomes were relatively abstract (the detergent’s impact on the environment) and 
concrete (the detergent’s ability to refresh David’s own white shirts), respectively.  Construal 
Level Theory (Liberman & Trope, 1998) argues that the degree of abstractness versus 
concreteness of an object (or information) broadly affects choices and decisions; abstract 
conceptualizations are also referred to as “high level,” and concrete conceptualizations are also 
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referred to as “low level”.  Construal level theory also suggests that the psychological distance of 
an object (or information) changes how the object is mentally construed According to this view, 
people plan for distant future events, understand socially distal peoples’ points of view, and 
consider spatially distal locations with more abstract mental representations. As well, people plan 
for near future events, understand socially close peoples’ points of view, and consider spatially 
proximal locations with more concrete mental representations (Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope 
& Liberman, 2010). So, for example, a twenty-year-old woman may think of her 65th birthday as 
a time for offering wisdom to younger people, but a 64-year-old woman may think of her 65th 
birthday as a time to give her grandson some good advice about the importance of regular 
haircuts. 
Studies using construal level theory as a framework have shown systematic differences in 
cognitive information processing when people construe information in low- versus high-levels 
(e.g., Trope & Liberman, 2003; Liberman, et. al., 2007; Trope et. al., 2007). High-level 
construals (e.g., a communication device) increase the influence of primary features of an object 
(e.g., reliability of connection), whereas low-level construals (e.g., cellular phone) increase the 
influence of incidental features (e.g., size).  Construal level theory holds important implications 
for persuasive communications that are especially relevant to the current paper.  In particular, 
construal level theory suggests that increasing psychological distance (e.g., social distance) 
lowers the personal relevance of attitude objects (Stephan, Liberman, & Trope, 2010), and thus 
changes the degree to which individuals use primary, goal-relevant information on judgment.  In 
the sections below I explain regulatory focus and construal level theory in greater detail, and then 
I present a theoretical framework for the present research. 
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2.1 Regulatory Focus Theory 
According to Higgins (1987), individuals are motivated by perceptual discrepancies 
between who they actually are, and who they either aspire to be, or ought to be.  When an 
individual experiences a mismatch between his actual self and his ideal self, or between his 
actual self and his ought self, he feels discomfort. For example, realizing that your actual fitness 
level (get exhausted walking up three flights of stairs) is substantially worse than your ideal level 
of fitness (able to walk ten flights of stairs without taking a break), or realizing that your actual 
diet (mostly cookies and diet soda) is far from what you ought to be eating (mostly vegetables 
and water), illustrate actual-ideal and actual-ought discrepancies, respectively. These 
discrepancies trend to make people feel uncomfortable, and this discomfort motivates people to 
strive to be more like the person they think they would like to be or more like the person they 
think they ought to be.   
Regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997; 1998) assumes that these perceptual 
discrepancies serve as self-regulatory standards.  The ideal-self standard is a mental 
representation of hopes and aspirations that functions like maximal goals: matching the actual 
self to the ideal self represents the presence of positive outcomes, whereas actual-ideal 
discrepancies represent the absence of positive outcomes.  For example, for a doctoral student in 
graduate school whose ideal-self standard is set to be his academic advisor. A greater number of 
qualities compatible to those of his advisor (e.g., being a good mentor and researcher) would 
reduce discrepancies between his actual-self and ideal-self standard; and a lesser number of 
qualities compatible to those of his advisor would increase discrepancies between his actual-self 
and ideal-self standard.  With a main emphasis on ensuring the presence of positive outcomes, 
the ideal self-regulatory standard involves a promotion focus in which people are concerned with 
! 10!
advancement and accomplishments.  In contrast, the ought-self standard is a mental 
representation of duties and obligations that functions like minimal goals: matching the actual 
self to the-ought self represents the absence of negative outcomes, whereas actual-ought 
discrepancies represent the presence of negative outcomes.  For example, fulfilling more duties 
(e.g., being a responsible drinker) reduces discrepancies between his actual-self and ought-self 
standard; and fulfilling fewer duties increases discrepancies between his acual-self and ought-
self standard.  With a main emphasis on ensuring the absence of negative outcomes, the ought 
self-regulatory standard involves a prevention focus in which people are concerned with safety 
and responsibilities (Higgins, 2000). 
 Regulatory focus theory also distinguishes between different means of goal-pursuit 
activities, and proposes that there is a natural fit between the presence of different regulatory 
focus goals, or orientations, and the means by which people strive to reach those goals. To 
achieve a promotion-focused goal, people should look for eager means ensuring advancement 
(e.g., asking for extra reading material in a class to have a better understanding).  To achieve a 
prevention-focused goal, people should look for vigilant means ensuring safety (e.g., being 
careful not to schedule any conflicting activities for exam days).  This matching of regulatory 
focus goals, and means of achieving those goals is known as “regulatory fit.” Higgins (2000) 
proposed that people experience regulatory fit when they pursue a goal in a manner that sustains, 
or is consistent with, their self-regulatory orientations. 
When promotion-oriented individuals display eagerness, their judgment of an object or 
outcome is enhanced.  Prevention-oriented individuals perceive higher value in pursuing the goal 
when they display vigilance.  Shah, Higgins, and Friedman (1998) examined the effect of 
matching self-regulatory orientations with different means to reach a goal.  Results showed that 
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fit between regulatory orientations and the means to reach a goal increased task performance.  
Specifically, for participants with a promotion (prevention) focus, strategic approach (avoidance) 
framing led to better performance.  Freitas and Higgins (2002) further found that people enjoy 
tasks more and feel more confident under conditions of fit. 
 Numerous past studies have documented evidence supporting regulatory fit effects (e.g., 
Aaker & Lee, 2001; Cesario et al., 2004; Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Lee & Aaker, 2004).  Cesario 
et al. (2004), for example, created a persuasive message advocating a new after-school program, 
and manipulated the strategic means and measured participants’ chronic regulatory focus 
tendencies.  “Eagerness” arguments were framed in terms of ensuring the presence of positive 
outcomes (i.e., “there will be a greater number of students who succeed,” p. 395).  “Vigilance” 
arguments were framed in terms of ensuring the absence of negative outcomes (i.e., “there will 
be a lower number of students who fail,” p. 395).  Participants with chronic promotion 
tendencies supported the new program more when they received eagerness-framed arguments 
than when they received vigilance-framed arguments.  However, reverse was true for those with 
chronic prevention tendencies. 
Instead of measuring participants’ chronic orientations, Lee and Aaker (2004) 
demonstrated a regulatory fit effect between the regulatory focus of the message and the strategic 
means suggested for pursuing a goal.  A promotion-focused message emphasized energy creation, 
and a prevention-focused message emphasized preventing clogged arteries.  The tagline was then 
framed in terms of eagerness (“Get energized!” for promotion; “Prevent clogged arteries!” for 
prevention) or vigilance (“Don’t miss out on getting energized!” for promotion; “Don’t miss out 
on preventing clogged arteries!”). Regulatory focus moderated the effect of message framing on 
persuasion, such that eager frames were more persuasive when the appeal was promotion-
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focused and loss frames were more persuasive when the appeal was prevention-focused.  Overall, 
these studies mentioned above supported regulatory fit effects demonstrating that framing 
arguments in ways that matched the self-regulatory orientations of message recipients led to 
more favorable attitudes, compared to argument frames that did not match recipients’ self-
regulatory orientations.   
 Regulatory fit produces an experience that what is being done is correct or proper. 
Higgins et al. (2003) ascertained that increased message persuasiveness, and/or greater 
favorability, are independent of the desirability of the target object to be evaluated. Rather, what 
matters is whether people perceive that they are pursuing a goal in a manner that is consistent 
with their own self-regulatory orientations.  When people experience regulatory fit, they feel 
right about what they are doing, and they use this positive feeling as information (Schwarz & 
Clore, 1988).  That is, feeling right can serve as “one piece information” (Cesario, Higgins, & 
Scholer, 2008, p. 448) that combines cognitive and affective evaluations of a target object 
(Higgins, 2000).  As a support for this notion, researchers have showed that one boundary 
condition of the effect of regulatory fit on persuasion involves motivation.  When participants 
were alerted to seek the source of their positive feelings, the regulatory fit effects disappeared 
(i.e., people were not persuaded; Cesario et al., 2004).  When people are motivated to make 
unbiased decisions, the experience of feeling right, or fit, has less impact on judgment.  
 Lee and Aaker (2004) similarly argued that regulatory fit effects reflect a reliance on 
feeling right rather than systematic processing of the stimuli.  After participants were exposed to 
experimental manipulations varying regulatory focus (promotion v. prevention) and frame (eager 
v. vigilant), they viewed an advertisement for some product and were asked write down reasons 
whey they might want the brand featured in the advertisement, and then completed an attitude 
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measure.  The number of supporting reasons participants wrote reflected the degree to which 
they were involved in systematic evaluations prior to making a judgment.  The number of 
supporting reasons did not mediate participants’ evaluations of the product; instead, processing 
fluency mediated the effect of regulatory fit.  When a message frame fit with participants’ 
regulatory focus (e.g., promotion focused participants received gain-framed messages, and 
prevention focused participants received loss-framed messages), participants experienced greater 
processing fluency: a perceptual identification task after reviewing the content revealed that 
participants in fit conditions identified more target (old) words than participants in nonfit 
conditions. 
Regulatory focus theory provides a theoretical framework explaining that people differ 
with respect to their self-regulatory orientations and that self-regulatory orientations influence 
their choice of goals and means of goal-pursuing activities.  As described in the shopping 
scenario of Melissa and David, people also perceive benefits with differing degrees of 
psychological distance.  Construal level theory explains how proximal (or distal) mental 
representations of an object lead to different ways of processing information.  The following 
section will review construal level theory that provides a theoretical background of the critical 
independent variable, construal level of benefit, in this dissertation. 
   
2.2 Construal Level Theory 
Research in self-regulation supports the idea that specific goals have more profound 
effects on behavior than abstract goals (e.g., Gollwitzer, 1993; Higgins, 1997). For example, 
implementation intention theory (Gollwitzer, 1993) takes the level of goal specificity and argues 
that goals tied to situational cues produce more goal-related behaviors than abstract goals.  
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Higgins (1997) also suggested that specific goals sustaining self-regulatory orientations motivate 
people more to produce goal-relevant behaviors.  At the same time, there is also evidence that 
people set different types of goals depending on how they construe information: abstractly, or 
concretely.  According to Liberman and Trope (1998), any object or information that is not 
perceived directly is psychologically distant, and thus requires mental construal in order to be 
represented in the mental system.  Mental construal refers to the way people mentally represent 
or construe the object of their evaluations (Trope & Liberman, 1998). 
Construal level theory maintains that the same object or event can be represented at high- 
or low-levels (Trope & Liberman, 1998).  High-level construals consist of the primary features 
of the object or information.  These high-level construals are relatively more abstract, 
decontextualized, and superordinate mental representations, compared to low-level construals.  
Viewed from this perspective, the exciting driving experience from BMW and the assurance of 
safety provided by Volvo’s brand history are high-level construals.  In contrast, low-level 
construals are more concrete, contextualized, and subordinate mental representations that include 
incidental, secondary features (Trope, 2004).  Accordingly, BMW’s superior acceleration and 
Volvo’s side impact protection capabilities represent more low-level construals. 
A major determinant of construal level is the psychological distance of the object or event 
under consideration.  Increasing distance from a target on any psychological dimension 
(temporal, spatial, or social) leads to a higher-level representation, involving more abstract and 
decontextualized thoughts.  In an experiment by Liberman and Trope (1998), participants were 
asked to imagine and describe themselves engaging in a variety of activities either tomorrow or 
in a year.  Participants provided more abstract and dispositional descriptions such as “starting a 
new life” (p. 8) when asked to imagine the distal future activity (i.e., moving in a year), whereas, 
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participants provided more concrete, situational descriptions such as “packing and carrying 
boxes” (p. 8) of activities when asked to imagine proximal future (i.e., moving tomorrow). 
Henderson, Fujita, Trope, and Liberman. (2006) showed that people regulate behavior 
into simple and large chunks when they imagine behavior in a distal location, compared to a 
proximal location. In the beginning of one experiment, participants were instructed that the 
movement of shapes, which would appear on screen, represented how three teenagers moved 
around a cabin either located near or far away from their current location. While watching a film 
that depicted two triangles and a circle that move against and around each other, participants 
were asked to press a space bar whenever they felt one meaningful action ends and another 
begins. They analyzed the average number of key presses: a smaller number of key presses 
indicated that participants divided the stream of actions into fewer discrete chunks (in terms of 
construal level theory, fewer chunks indicates activation of higher-level construals).  The results 
showed that participants pressed the space bar less when the behavior was associated with a 
spatially distal location, whereas participants pressed more when the behavior was associated 
with spatially proximal location. That is, increased spatial distance from a location led to a 
broader conceptualization (i.e., more abstract mental representation) of behavior, and decreased 
spatial distance led to a narrower conceptualization (i.e., more concrete mental representation) of 
behavior. 
When conceptualized as distance between oneself and others along a meaningful 
dimension such as familiarity and affiliation, a socially distal group activates high-level 
construals and a socially proximal group activates low-level construals (Idson & Mischel, 2001).  
For instance, people use just a few stereotypical traits to describe out-group members; however, 
people use a number of idiosyncratic adjectives to describe in-group members’ traits (Linville, 
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Fischer, and Yoon, 1996). Similarly, as individuals perceive an object as distally located (e.g., 
climbing a mountain in another state), they are more likely to form high-level construals (e.g., 
the overall shape of the mountain) than low-level construals (e.g., the type of trees on the 
mountain). People perceive distal objects in terms of prototypical and primary features of the 
objects; however, people consider idiosyncratic features of psychologically proximal objects.  In 
sum, findings in construal level theory suggest increasing distance from an object on any 
psychological dimension leads to the activation of higher-level construals and decreases 
activation of low-level construals (Liberman, Sagristano, & Trope, 2002), whereas the opposite 
is true with decreasing psychological distance. 
With regard to an individual’s focus when making evaluations, construal level theory 
suggests that level of construals determine the weight people put on desirability and feasibility.  
Desirability grows in importance for distal attitude objects but feasibility diminishes with 
increasing psychological distance (Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope & Liberman, 2000).  
Desirability concerns involve the valence of an end state (a high-level feature), whereas 
feasibility concerns involve the means used to attain an end state (a low-level feature).  By 
varying the abstractness of information in a persuasive message (i.e., abstract; high-level features 
v. concrete; low-level features), Liberman and Trope (1998) demonstrated that people placed 
more weight on desirability for a more distant future event, but placed more weight on feasibility 
for a more proximal future event.  Specifically, it was found that participants were more attracted 
to a guest lecture scheduled in the distal future when the message emphasized a high-level 
feature (e.g., how interesting the lecture is) rather than a low-level feature (e.g., how convenient 
the time is).  In contrast, a guest lecture scheduled in the near future attracted more when the 
message emphasized convenience. 
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A review of the literature on construal level theory provides the theoretical background 
for construal level of benefits.  Construal level theory suggests that people construe information 
at high-level construals or low-level construals for an object or information.  A critical 
determinant of the level construals is psychological distance. By varying temporal, spatial, and 
hypothetical distances, literature in construal level theory has shown that people process 
information focusing on abstract, primary rather than concrete, incidental features of an object 
with increasing psychological distance. In the next section I will review relevant literature in 
regulatory focus and construal level theory that examined relations between self-regulatory goals 
and mental representations of object or information.  
 
2.3 Regulatory Focus and Construal Level 
Construal level theory, as described in the previous section, addresses how people 
mentally represent objects using different level of abstraction as a function of perceived 
psychological distance from the self.  Consumer researchers also have studied the effect of 
mental representations of an object or information (e.g., Aaker & Lee, 2001; Lee et al., 2000; 
Zhang & Mital, 2007).  These studies have focused on construals in a narrower sense, in terms of 
psychological distance from, or connectedness to, others (i.e., self-construals). Cross cultural 
psychology distinguishes between two broad categories of self-construals: interdependent and 
independent self-construals. The independent self-construals, which promote the values of 
independence and self-interests, involve greater distance between individuals than 
interdependent self-construals does. In contrast, the interdependent self-construal, which 
emphasizes the relationships with others and obligations (Triandis, 1989; Markus & Kitayama, 
1991), involves relatively less distance between individuals.  For example, Holland, Roeder, van 
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Baaren, Brandt, and Hannover (2004) showed that people primed with independent self-
consturals sat further away from an anticipated other person than did those primed with 
interdependent self-construals, and chronic accessibility of an independent construal is positively 
related with the interpersonal distance that people maintain.  
In 2000, Lee et al. examined how independent versus interdependent self-construals 
moderate the effect of regulatory focus on evaluations.  To examine the extent to which one’s 
perceived connectedness to others may affect the efficacy of promotion- and prevention-focused 
information, they operationalized self-construals through situational manipulations: participants 
were asked to imagine themselves playing for a winning team (activating an interdependent self-
construal) versus winning on their own (activating an independent self-construal) in a sports 
event.  Results showed that promotion-focused (v. prevention-focused) information was more 
persuasive for people who imagined winning on their own (e.g., I play for my achievement; 
proximal), and the prevention-focused (v. promotion focused) information was more persuasive 
for people who imagined playing for a winning team (e.g., I play for the team’s achievement).  
With these findings Lee et al. (2000) argued that when information is represented in an 
interdependent perspective, prevention-focused information is more likely to be persuasive; 
when information is represented in an independent perspective, promotion-focused information 
is more likely to be persuasive. 
Subsequent research consistently documented further evidence that self-construals 
moderated the relationship between regulatory focus and evaluations. For example, Aaker & Lee 
(2001) showed that participants recalled more words from a message, and paid more attention to 
messages when activated self-construal matched regulatory focus (i.e., independent and 
promotion focus, interdependent and prevention focus).  And Zhang and Mital (2007) 
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demonstrated that individuals primed with repeating ‘I’ preferred enriched options including 
very extreme values for its attributes (e.g., a vacation-spot is above average on amenities but 
transportations and weather conditions are below average) compared to impoverished options 
including values around average (e.g., a vacation-spot is average on amenities, transportations, 
and weather conditions). Individuals with accessible promotion goals weighted more on positive 
attributes and thus tended to prefer the enriched options.  Conversely, individuals primed with 
repeating ‘we’ preferred impoverished options compared to enriched options because these 
individuals had more accessible prevention goals, paid more attention to negative attributes, and 
thus tended to reject the enriched options. 
From the perspective of construal level theory, the different operationalization of 
independent and interdependent self-construals as described above could be compared to the 
different operationalization of high- or low-level construals as a function of psychological 
distance. That is, just as activating an interdependent sense of self fits with prevention focus, 
activating a low-level construal mindset should fit with prevention focus; and just as activating 
an independent sense of self fits with promotion focus, activating a high-level construal mindset 
should fit with promotion focus.  Contextualizing product information or benefits in 
interdependent/independent situations not only activates distinct self-construals, but also changes 
perceived psychological distance from the object or information. 
 
2.4 Conceptual Framework 
Regulatory focus theory and construal level theory provide a theoretical basis for testing 
hypothesized relations among environmental goals, psychological distance associated with 
sustainable product benefits, and product evaluations. 
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First, based on regulatory focus theory, we know either a promotion- or prevention-goal 
associated with a sustainable product can be induced.  Further, regulatory focus interacts with a 
mental representation of an object or information in terms of connectedness-with-others. A 
promotion focus is more effective when people construe information with independent self-
construal.  A prevention focus is more effective when people construe information with 
interdependent self-construal.  From this perspective, we have seen regulatory fit effects as 
follows.  People who construe product benefits in an independent context perceive outcomes 
associated with a prevention goal more positively than with a promotion goal.  In contrast, 
people who construe product benefits in an interdependent context perceive outcomes associated 
with a promotion goal more positively than with a prevention goal. 
Second, we can present sustainable product benefits either closely or distantly.  This 
notion of psychological distance may be comparable to how past research in regulatory focus 
theory operationalized self-construals.  Proximally represented benefits may correspond to 
independent self-construal; distally represented benefits may correspond to interdependent self-
construal.  
 
 Based on the review of previous research in regulatory focus and construal level theory, a  
general hypothesis is addressed in this dissertation: 
 
Fit between self-regulatory goals and construal level of benefits will influence 
attitudes toward sustainable products.  Specifically, people will evaluate sustainable 
products emphasizing positive outcomes more favorably when they construe product 
benefits proximally (v. distally).  In contrast, people will evaluate sustainable 
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products emphasizing avoidance of negative outcomes more favorably when they 
construe product benefits distally (v. proximally). 
 
This hypothesis is expanded and tested in Chapters 3 – 6.!
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CHAPTER 3 
STUDY 1 
 
The primary objective of Study 1 was to test the hypothesis that individuals with a more 
accessible promotion (v. prevention) focus will evaluate a sustainable product more favorably 
when the product’s benefits are proximally construed (i.e., self-benefit) than distally construed 
(i.e., group benefit), and opposite for individuals with more accessible prevention focus. The 
approach is conceptually similar to past research showing that discrete self-regulatory goals 
influence judgments and that the accessibility of independent and interdependent self-construal 
moderates these effects (i.e., goal-compatibility effect, Aaker & Lee, 1998; Lee et al., 2000).  For 
example, when individuals’ independent self-view was activated, promotion-focused information 
led to higher levels of brand affinity (Aaker & Lee, 2001), persuasion (Lee et al., 2000), and 
attention (Zhang & Mittal, 2007), compared to prevention-focused information.  And when 
individuals’ interdependent self-view was activated, the reverse was true in their brand affinity, 
persuasion, and attention. However, in the regulatory fit literature mentioned above researchers 
have operationalized construal level in terms of connectedness (i.e., independent: self-as-distinct-
from-others, or interdependent: self-as-connected-to-others; Aaker & Lee, 2001; Aaker & 
Williams, 1998; Lee et al., 2000; Gardner et al., 1999).   
The primary goal of the independent self is distinguishing oneself from another in a 
positive aspect, whereas the goal of the interdependent self is to maintain harmony with others 
(Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999).  Research in regulatory focus identified a match 
between primary aspects emphasized by different self-construals and the needs of promotion and 
prevention focused people.  Specifically, when the independent goal of being positively distinct, 
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with an emphasis on achievement, is aligned with a promotion focus that gears people toward 
positive end states, people feel right.  When the interdependent goal of harmoniously existing in 
society, with an emphasis on obligations, is aligned with a prevention focus that gears people 
away from negative end states, people also feel right.  Then, this positive feeling from fit 
transfers to subsequent judgments of a target object.   
I predict similar effects of fit between regulatory focus and the construal level of a benefit 
in a persuasive communication.  Research relating abstractness of memories to the self- versus 
other-perspective may offer a support for this stretch (see Libby & Eibach, 2002).  Information 
construed in an independent context is more specific, concrete, and psychologically close 
compared to information construed in an interdependent context.  When people imagine 
performing an activity alone, they are more likely to produce more vivid and rich reports of the 
activity than when they imagine performing the same activity with others.  Indeed, 
contextualizing benefits in terms of others not only activates interdependent self-construals, but 
also activates high-level, abstract construals.  Independent benefits, in contrast, activate low-
level, concrete construals. So, in the present study I investigated the idea of manipulating 
construal level more directly, rather than indirectly, as had been done previously via independent 
versus interdependent self-construals. 
 In this study, I operationalized construal level of product benefits as either 
psychologically near or distant from the self, and I primed a promotion or a prevention focus by 
emphasizing changes in the valence of outcomes, or end states.  The promotion prime 
emphasized changes toward a positive end state, and the prevention prime emphasized changes 
toward a negative end state.  Following prior research involving regulatory focus and self-
construals, I predicted more favorable product evaluations would occur when sustainable product 
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benefits were construed in a manner that fits with individuals’ accessible regulatory focus: A 
promotion focus should be more persuasive when benefits were construed at a high level; and a 
prevention focus should be more persuasive when benefits were construed at a low level. 
 
3.1 Method 
Participants and Design 
One hundred twenty-seven undergraduate students at a US university participated in 
exchange for course credit.  Run in groups ranging from 15 to 20, participants were randomly 
assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (regulatory focus prime: promotion vs. prevention) x 2 
(psychological distance of benefit: proximal v. distal) between-subjects design. 
 
Stimulus material 
Independent variables 
Regulatory Focus Prime.  Regulatory focus was manipulated through animated facial 
expression pictures adopted from the Wong-Baker FACES Pain Rating Scale (Wong & Baker, 
1988). This six-point graphic rating scale includes three increasingly positive and three 
increasingly negative facial expressions developed to help children visiting a doctor easily 
indicate various levels of physical pain they may be experiencing.  To prime regulatory focus, 
each image was sequentially presented for two seconds and the set of these six images was 
repeated five times.  Participants in the promotion-prime condition were presented with the series 
of pictures changing from an undesirable end state (i.e., crying face) to a desirable end-state (i.e., 
smiley face). Participants in the prevention-focus condition were presented with the pictures in 
the reverse order.   
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The effect of this novel regulatory focus prime was assessed in a separate pilot study in 
which 63 participants were randomly assigned to either the undesirable-to-desirable (promotion) 
sequence, or the desirable-to-undesirable (prevention) sequence, of images. Participants viewed 
the sequence of images five times, and were then asked to indicate (1) whether the sequential 
changes in facial expressions were about enhancement or protection; and (2) the extent to which 
the priming made them think about gain or loss. These two questions were presented using 
seven-point scales, with endpoints labeled “enhancement” and “protection,” and “gain” and 
“loss.”  These items were highly correlated (r = 0.74, p < .05) and were therefore combined into 
a single index in which higher scores indicated promotion focus and lower scores indicated 
prevention focus. The results of these manipulation check items indicated that promotion-primed 
participants thought that the exercise was about enhancement and gain; whereas prevention-
primed participants thought that the exercise was about protection and loss  (M_promotion = 
5.16, SD_promotion =  1.24 v. M_prevention = 2.96, SD_prevention = 1.62, t(61) = 4.09, p 
< .001). 
Construal Level.  The psychological distance of benefits was manipulated by inserting an 
additional frame to regulatory focus prime.  Before an initial facial expression frame was shown, 
participants saw a blank circle asking them to imagine it to be either “your face” (self-benefit; 
proximal) or “the earth” (global-benefit; distal). 
 
Dependent Measures 
Attitude valence.  Following the experimental manipulations, participants finished a 
questionnaire assessing their attitudes toward sustainable products. I assessed attitudes by asking 
participants to evaluate a sustainable product using three seven-point scales used in prior 
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research testing the effect of regulatory focus on brand attitudes.  The items require participants 
to, “please choose the number on the following scale that best describes a sustainable product,” 
and are anchored with the following adjective pairs: bad/good, negative/positive, unfavorable/ 
favorable (1 being negative, 7 being positive).  
 
Procedure 
In the beginning of the experiment, participants were told that the growing use of 
sustainable products is known to have a significant impact on the environment.  This was 
followed by an exercise designed to help the participants recognize the benefits of such products.  
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions varying regulatory focus prime 
and the construal level of the benefit. 
The instruction screens of self-benefit (or global-benefit) conditions informed 
participants that the growing use of sustainable products is known to have a significant impact on 
the their (or this planet’s) well being.  After participants pressed spacebar to continue, a blank 
circle was presented in the white blank screen and participants were instructed to imagine that 
the circle was either “your face” or “the earth” to manipulate the psychological distance of the 
benefit.  Then, participants were exposed to either a promotion prime emphasizing a desirable 
end state (i.e., smiley face), or a prevention prime emphasizing an undesirable end state (i.e., 
crying face).  Following the regulatory focus manipulation, participants read about a sustainable 
product and completed a questionnaire measuring their attitudes toward the product. Finally, 
participants were debriefed about the purpose of the experiment and asked whether they thought 
that the priming task had an effect on the attitudes measures.  No participants expressed any 
suspicion that the tasks were related. 
! 27!
3.2 Results 
To test the effect of regulatory focus and construal level of benefits on attitudes toward a 
sustainable product, an attitude index was created by averaging the three attitude items (alpha 
= .95).  As noted above, higher numbers indicate greater favorability. The results of a 2 
(promotion v. prevention prime) x 2 (proximal-benefit v. distant-benefit) between-subjects 
ANOVA revealed a marginally significant main effect of the regulatory focus prime (F(1, 123) = 
3.09, p < .08).  Slightly higher scores on attitude index were found in promotion-primed 
participants than prevention-primed participants (M_promotion = 5.25 v. M_prevention = 4.77).  
This main effect was qualified by the predicted 2-way interaction (F(1, 123) = 6.32, p < .01; see 
Figure 3.1).  Planned contrasts showed that promotion-primed participants had more favorable 
attitudes toward sustainable products when the product’s benefit was proximal (i.e., self) than 
distal (i.e., this planet) (M_proximal = 5.57 v. M_distal = 4.94, t(59) = 1.88, p < .05 ).  
Participants given the prevention-prime had more favorable attitudes when the products benefit 
was distal than proximal (M_distal = 5.14 v. M_proximal = 4.40, t(64) = 1.75, p < .05). Planned 
contrast showed that product ratings by participants in the distal-benefit conditions did not differ 
as a function of the type of regulatory focus prime (M_promotion = 4.94 v. M_prevention = 5.14, 
p > .7), whereas product ratings by participants in the proximal-benefit conditions did differ as a 
function of the type of regulatory focus prime (M_promotion = 5.57 v. M_prevention = 4.40, 
t(61) = 2.93, p < .01). This finding is inconsistent with previous work in which participants in 
both independent and interdependent (in the present study, distal and proximal, respectively) 
conditions differed as a function of the type of regulatory focus (see, e.g., Aaker & Lee, 2001). 
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Figure 3.1 
Study 1: Regulatory Focus x Construal Level Interaction on Product Evaluations 
 
 
3.3 Discussion 
 The results of Study 1 provide support for the hypothesis that fit between environmental 
goals and construal level of benefits can elevate sustainable product evaluations.  Consistent with 
past research that tested regulatory focus – self construal fit (i.e., goal-compatibility; Aaker & 
Lee, 2001; Gardner, et al., 1999; Lee et al., 2000), promotion-primed participants rated 
sustainable products more favorably when they construed product benefits proximally (v. 
distally), whereas prevention-primed participants rated sustainable products more favorably 
when they construed product benefits distally (v. proximally). 
Although this study replicated the pattern shown in previous studies where self-construal 
moderated the effect of regulatory focus, “I seek pleasure, we avoid pain,” on evaluations of 
sustainable products, an interesting question remains. Predictions from construal level theory 
would not necessarily be identical to findings in regulatory focus literature that reported self-
construals moderate the effect of regulatory focus. Rather, construal level theory predicts limited 
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effects: the impact of self-regulatory goals (e.g., a promotion- or prevention-goal depicted) may 
vary at the level such information is represented (e.g., high- v. low-level). When participants 
construed sustainable product benefits about the earth (i.e., distal-benefit; high-level), sustainable 
product evaluations did not differ by primed regulatory focus goals.  In other words, the robust 
effects of feeling right from regulatory-fit on evaluative judgments documented in a number of 
existing studies were only present at concrete, low-level construals.   
One possible reason for this failure to replicate at high-level construals may lie in the 
effect of existing implicit attitudes. I predict that implicit attitudes stemming from repeated 
exposure to environmental campaigns, corporates’ advertisements, or interactions with other 
people may cause these results along with the abstract, high level perception of product benefits. 
Regulatory fit effects are thought to be more prominent when people use feeling as information 
when prior knowledge or experience is unavailable (see Cesario, et al., 2004).  In Study 2, next, I 
attempted to show the robustness of the expected regulatory focus by construal level interaction 
by using a more comprehensive measure of attitudes, and I further examined implicit attitudes 
toward sustainable products as a possible source that hindered the expected regulatory focus by 
construal level of benefits interaction on evaluations in Study 1. 
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CHAPTER 4 
STUDY 2 
 
Study 2 had two main objectives: (1) to replicate the findings from Study 1 using a more 
comprehensive dependent measure of sustainable product evaluations, and (2) to further explore 
one possible reason why regulatory focus priming did not influence product evaluations at high-
level construals (distal-benefit). As explained further below, in Study 2 I measured participants’ 
implicit attitudes toward sustainable products in order to see whether attitudes toward 
sustainability might moderate the effect of regulatory fit on product evaluations. 
Past research (e.g., Lee, 2004; Wang & Lee, 2006) examining effects of regulatory fit on 
brand evaluations has supported the notion that elevated evaluations reflect a misattribution 
effect that stems from individuals confusing the source of their feeling right to characteristics of 
the target object (Aaker & Lee, 2006; Higgins et al., 2003).  Individuals are more likely to rely 
on the positive feelings from regulatory fit when they are not highly involved (Lee, 2002), are 
low in need for cognition about the issue (Evans & Petty, 2003), or have less confidence with the 
source of the positive feeling (e.g., participants are not suspicious about why they feel good at 
the moment of evaluations) (Cesario et al, 2004).  That is, the degree to which regulatory fit 
influences evaluations largely depends on situational or motivational factors (e.g., knowledge, 
past experience, need for cognition) that determine the level of central route, or systematic, 
processing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Eagly & Chaiken, 1998). Is it possible that attitudes toward 
sustainability could also moderate regulatory fit effects? 
Explicit environmental attitude measures tend to produce strong socially desirable 
responses (Bruni & Schultz, 2010; Milfont & Duckitt, 2010; Stern & Dietz, 1994) and fail to 
capture more than what participants consciously recall (e.g., explicit belief, past behavior, 
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Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, Jones, 2000; Schultz, Shriver, Tabanico, & Khazian, 2004).  A 
number of studies have highlighted the popularity of environmental issues in common discourse 
in various countries, which leads individuals to eagerly express pro-environmental explicit 
attitudes (Dunlap, 1998; Leiserowitz, 2005; Meijers & Stapel, 2011).  Therefore, an explicit 
measure of environmental attitudes would hardly be an unbiased indicator of existing attitudes 
and experience when testing the effect of subtle feeling on judgments: although a participant 
explicitly reports favorable attitudes toward environment or related issues, it does not necessarily 
mean that she or he truly endorses those attitudes (s/he could be reporting those attitudes due to 
social desirability concerns).   
Socially desirable responding and inability to retrieve knowledge and experience can be 
less of an issue for an implicit measurement approach.  A prominent view of the sources of 
implicit attitudes holds that they stem from repeated experiences and develop through 
socialization (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Devine, 1989).  A 
dominant feature of response-time-based indirect attitude measures, such as the Implicit 
Association Test (Greenwald, McHee, & Schwartz, 1998), is that they capture the relative 
strength of associations that stem from past experiences (e.g., frequent exposure to 
environmental advertisements).  For example, in a domain unrelated to environmental issues, 
early attachment to maternal caregivers was associated with implicit gender preferences 
(Rudman & Goodwin, 2004).  Individuals raised primarily by their mothers had a strong implicit 
preference for female compared to male.  Exploring the role of past experiences in the 
development of racial stereotypes among college students, Towles-Schwen and Fazio (2003) 
showed that more positive automatic evaluations of African Americans were associated with 
positive interactions with African Americans in high school years.  In general, implicit attitudes 
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are believed to form through the repeated pairings of potential attitude objects with positively 
and negatively valenced stimuli (see Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006; Olson & Fazio, 2001; 
2002).  Although there are a number of open questions about interpreting implicit attitudes as 
measured by the Implicit Association Test (Brendl, Markman, & Messner, 2001; Karpinski & 
Hilton, 2001; Lane, Banaji, Nosek, & Greenwald, 2007), the IAT scores used in Study 2 
represent the strength of associations that accumulate through everyday experiences. 
Using the Implicit Association Test, I examined whether the extent to which individuals 
are implicitly biased toward (or against) sustainability moderates the regulatory focus by 
construal level interaction observed in Study 1. Scores from the indirect measure of attitudes will 
serve as the indicator of the strength of associations between the concept of sustainability and 
evaluations that may result form its frequent pairing with desirable consumption patterns or 
repeated exposure to persuasive messages promoting sustainability.  Specifically, I predicted that 
the regulatory focus – construal level fit effect would be diminished among individuals who have 
already formed strong implicit associations between sustainable products and positive attributes. 
These individuals are less likely to rely on subtle feeling from regulatory fit. On the other hand, 
individuals who do not show strong implicit associations between sustainable products and 
evaluations may be more susceptible to feelings of regulatory fit. 
 
4.1 Method 
Participants and Design 
Four hundred thirteen undergraduate and graduate students at a US university 
participated in exchange for course credit.  To test if the effect of goal-construal fit varied by the 
extent to which participants have formed favorable implicit attitudes toward sustainable products, 
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a 2 (regulatory focus prime: promotion v. prevention) x 2 (psychological distance of benefit: 
proximal v. distal) x 2 (implicit attitude: negative v. positive) between-participants design was 
used. 
 
Stimulus materials 
Regulatory focus and Construal Level manipulations.  Regulatory focus and construal 
level manipulations used in Study 2 were identical to those used in Study 1. 
Implicit attitudes toward sustainable products.  The implicit association test used in this 
study was designed following a procedure established by Greenwald et al. (1998).  The 
instruction page at the beginning informed the participants that an upcoming categorization task 
would require both speed and accuracy.  They were told that they would be required to 
categorize stereotypically sustainable and unsustainable product pictures that commonly have 
positive and negative impacts on environment.  Participants were then instructed to categorize 
the object on the display using ‘z’ and ‘/’ keys. 
The sustainable-unsustainable picture IAT consisted of seven blocks of trials. One trial 
reflected a single categorization task; blocks of trials were made up of 40 trials, each. Block one 
required participants to rapidly categorize pictures of different products (e.g., reusable shopping 
bag, disposable plastic shopping bag) as either sustainable or unsustainable; Block two required 
participants to categorize words (e.g., peace, war) as either positive or negative.  Block three 
featured all four types of stimuli, but sustainable products and good words were paired together 
on one key, while unsustainable products and bad words were paired together on another key. 
Block three served as a practice for the critical block four, which featured the same pairings as 
block three. Block 5 required participants to categorize pictures of sustainable and unsustainable 
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products with the reversed key mapping relative to block 1.  Block six again featured all four 
types of stimuli, but sustainable products and bad words were paired together on one key, and 
unsustainable products and good words were paired together on another key. Block six served as 
a practice for the critical block seven, which featured the same pairings as block six. Instructions 
on the meaning of the keys and type of objects to categorize were presented at the beginning of 
each block of trials.  The order in which the participants completed the practice and critical 
blocks (i.e., three and four, six and seven) was counterbalanced. 
IAT data reduction.  The IAT analyses in this study were summarized following the D-
score algorithm proposed by Greenwald et al. (2003). Responses less than 300 milliseconds (ms) 
were eliminated, nonresponses were eliminated, and error trials were replaced with the block 
means plus an error penalty of 600 ms. All error latencies were replaced by the block mean plus 
a 600 ms penalty, and the average resulting latencies of each block was then calculated.  The 
IAT effect, calculated by subtracting the mean latencies for the two blocks of sustainable/good 
items (M = 764; SD = 150) from the two blocks of unsustainable/good items (M = 1197; SD = 
284), was 432 ms. IAT scores (D-score measure) ranged from -.49 to 1.65 with a mean of .93 
(SD = .44). Only twelve participants out of four hundred thirteen (2.9%) showed negative IAT 
scores. IAT scores near zero reflect roughly equal response times for sustainable/good and 
sustainable/bad, so these respondents may be said to have no distinct implicit attitudes toward 
sustainable products. IAT scores greater than zero reflect positive implicit attitudes toward 
sustainable products. Thus, we can say that the distribution of scores from this IAT differentiates 
respondents in terms of the extent to which people have, or do not have, positive implicit 
attitudes toward sustainable products. This is quite different from the typical distribution of IAT 
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scores, in which participants are differentiated in terms of the extent to which they have positive 
and negative implicit attitudes.  
For the resulting IAT scores, higher numbers indicated a positive bias toward sustainable 
products (i.e., a tendency to associate sustainable products more rapidly with positive attributes 
than negative attributes): an IAT score of zero indicated no association, and a negative value 
indicated a negative bias against sustainable products (i.e., a tendency to associate sustainable 
products more rapidly with negative attributes than positive attributes). However, the distribution 
of IAT scores (see Figure 4.1) suggests that respondents ranged from positive to no association, 
with very few participants actually having a negative bias. 
 
Figure 4.1 – Frequency histogram of the distribution of IAT scores 
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Dependent measures 
Explicit attitudes index.  Attitudes were assessed using affective and cognitive semantic 
differential scales developed by Crites, Fabrigar and Petty (1994). These scales can be applied to 
any attitude object, and consist of 15 bipolar word pairs (eight to measure the affective, and 
seven to measure the cognitive) along a seven-point continuum. The affective items require 
participants to, “please choose the number on the following scale that best describes your 
feelings toward sustainable products,” and are anchored with the following adjective pairs: 
hateful/love, sad/ delighted, annoyed/happy, tense/calm, bored/excited, angry/relaxed, 
disgusted/accepted, sorrow/joy.  The cognitive items require participants to, “please choose the 
number on the following scale that best describes the characteristics sustainable products: 
useless/useful, foolish/wise, unsafe/safe, harmful/beneficial, worthless/valuable, 
imperfect/perfect, unhealthy/healthy.  Across multiple attitude objects (e.g., capital punishment, 
church, snake) these scales showed high internal, convergent and discriminant validity (Crites et 
al., 1994).   
 
Procedure 
The materials and procedure for study three were identical to those of study one with two 
exceptions: (1) the affective and cognitive attitude measures were administered immediately 
following the experimental manipulation; (2) all participants also completed the sustainability 
IAT later, in an unrelated experimental session. 
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4.2 Results 
The hypothesis in Study 2 was that participants should rely more on feeling right from 
regulatory focus – construal level fit when they have weak implicit associations about 
sustainability.  Thus, a regression analysis was conducted by regressing the cognitive-affective 
attitude index on regulatory focus (coded -1 for prevention focus, and 1 for promotion focus), 
construal level (coded -1 for distal benefits, and 1 for proximal benefits), and implicit attitudes 
toward sustainable products. 
The results showed a significant effect of implicit attitudes (beta = .62, t(405) = 4.11, p 
< .01) indicating that individuals who have strong implicit associations between sustainability 
and positive attributes evaluated sustainable product more favorably than individuals with no 
implicit attitudes toward sustainable products.  The main effect of regulatory focus was marginal 
(beta = .22, t(405) = 1.72, p < .1). No main effect of construal was found (beta = -.01, t(405) = -
.07, p > .94).  Neither the construal level x implicit attitudes (p > .8) nor the regulatory focus x 
implicit attitudes (p > .76) interaction was significant. 
As predicted, the regulatory focus x construal level interaction was significant, 
replicating and extending the results of Study 1.  Specifically, there was a positive interaction 
between regulatory focus and construal level (beta = .56), t(405) = 2.16, p < .05, indicating that a 
promotion prime was more effective than a prevention prime for proximal-benefits.   
(M_promotion = 5.55 v. M_prevention = 5.01), t(199) = -2.96, p < .01), but regulatory focus 
prime had no effect for distal-benefits (M_promotion = 5.35 v. M_prevention = 5.20), t(210) 
= .75, p > .45).  More central to the hypothesis in Study 2, the regulatory focus x construal level 
interaction was qualified by the predicted three-way interaction (beta = -1.80, t(405) = -2.99, p 
< .01). A spotlight analysis at one standard deviation below the mean of implicit attitudes (i.e., 
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respondents who did not have distinct implicit attitudes toward sustainable products) showed a 
significant regulatory focus x construal level interaction (beta = 1.45, t = 3.90, p < .01), yet at 
one standard deviation above the mean there was no regulatory focus x construal level 
interaction (beta = -.14, t = -.39, p > .6). As predicted, the regulatory focus x construal level 
interaction observed in study one was moderated by implicit attitudes toward sustainable 
products: individuals with favorable implicit attitudes toward sustainable products did not show 
the effect, but individuals with no distinct implicit attitudes did show the effect.  
In Figure 4.2 this three-way interaction is presented graphically. As can be seen in Figure 
4.2.B, for promotion-primed participants, the construal level x implicit attitudes interaction was 
also significant (beta = -.82, t(204) = -2.21, p < .05): people who had low (i.e., weak implicit 
attitudes toward sustainable products) IAT scores rated sustainable products more favorably in 
the proximal-benefit condition (i.e., fit) than the distal-benefit condition (beta = .68, t = 2.86, p 
< .01 at one SD below mean of IAT), whereas people who had high (favorable) IAT scores rated 
sustainable products indifferently (beta = -.05, t = -.21, p > .8 at one SD above mean of IAT).  
Stated more plainly, for participants with low IAT scores: in prevention prime conditions, 
distal construals were more effective than proximal construals; but in promotion prime 
conditions, proximal construals were more effective than distal construals. For participants with 
high IAT scores: in prevention prime conditions distal and proximal construals did not differ; in 
promotion prime conditions, distal and proximal construals did not differ. Thus, the regulatory 
focus by construal level interaction obtained in Study 1 was only replicated for people with low 
IAT scores. 
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Figure 4.2 
Study 2: The effect of Regulatory focus and Construal Level on Product Evaluations  
A. Prevention Prime 
 
B. Promotion Prime 
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4.3 Discussion 
The results of Study 2 replicated the findings of Study 1 showing that the relationship 
between regulatory focus and explicit attitudes toward sustainable products is moderated by 
construal level, such that matching proximal (distal) benefits with a promotion (prevention) 
focus increased sustainable product evaluations, but only among some participants. And Study 
two extends the findings of Study 1 by showing that the regulatory focus by construal level 
interaction on explicit attitudes is itself moderated by a third variable, implicit attitudes toward 
sustainable products. Among participants with no distinct implicit attitudes toward sustainable 
products, matching promotion (prevention) focus and proximal (distal) representation of benefits 
resulted in more favorable evaluations; however, among participants with more favorable 
implicit attitudes toward sustainable products, only effect of a promotion focus was significant 
on sustainable product evaluations.  Notably, my data suggest that automatic and spontaneous 
evaluations about sustainability moderate the use of feeling right from regulatory fit on 
judgments.  These results support the boundary conditions of regulatory fit-effects in past studies 
showing that situational factors (e.g., attitudes, experience) at the moment of evaluations 
influence use of feeling right on judgments. In this study, only participants who had no implicit 
attitudes to rely on showed the effect of regulatory fit on judgments.  
Taken together, these results provide further support that matching regulatory focus with 
construal level of benefits can induce regulatory fit effects.  In the next study, I wished to 
replicate this effect altering regulatory focus of the messages and construal level of benefits in 
environmental advertisements.  In addition to specifying types of environmental goals and who 
receives benefits if the proposed goal is attained, typical advertisements offers certain actions as 
means of goal-pursuing activities (e.g., don’t buy a product with excessive packaging) that 
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matches the goals. If construal level is indeed driving the differences shown in Study 1 and 2, a 
significant interaction between regulatory focus and means of goal-pursuit should be found only 
among individuals who construe product benefits closely.  
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CHAPTER 5 
STUDY 3 
 
 Two objectives guided the design of Study 3.  One was to replicate and extend the 
hypothesis that fit between a goal and construal level of benefits elevates the persuasiveness of 
environmental messages promoting sustainable products.  For this purpose, the participants were 
presented with mock environmental advertisements varying regulatory focus and construal level 
of product benefits instead of priming methods used in prior studies.  Regulatory focus was 
manipulated within the advertisement messages by framing the environmental goal to be either 
approach-related (i.e., gain more forest) or avoidance-related end-state (i.e., avoid deforestation).  
The construal level of benefits was manipulated by specifying the target of the benefits to be 
either “you” or “this planet.” 
The second objective of this study was to provide further evidence that the effect of 
regulatory focus on judgments depends on construal level. Regulatory focus theory assumes 
hierarchical relations among needs, goals, and means to attain the goals, and posits a way of 
regulating the self in which lower levels (e.g., goal-pursuing activities, tactics) serves higher 
levels (e.g., goals) (Cesario, Higgins, & Scholer, 2008).  That is, the type of goals in mind 
strictly determines goal-pursuing activities and tactics. An eager strategy, for example, promotes 
a series of appropriate behaviors (e.g., buy more reusable products) that helps approach desirable 
end states (e.g., greater forestation). A vigilant strategy inhibits a series of inappropriate 
behaviors (e.g., don’t buy disposable products) that helps avoid undesirable end states (e.g., 
deforestation). Studies 1 and 2, however, provided contradicting results to one critical 
assumption in regulatory focus theory.  Specifically, people did not differ in their evaluations of 
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sustainable products by self-regulatory goals with low-level construals (planed contrast in Study 
1), and people with favorable implicit attitudes did not show regulatory-fit effects on evaluations. 
 In the present study I anticipated a pattern similar to that observed in Studies 1 
and 2, where participants did not differ in product evaluations by primed goals if they construe 
benefits distally (high-level). Accordingly, the effect of the means of goal-pursuit is expected to 
influence attitudes only if individuals construe sustainable product benefits proximally. Further, 
following the hierarchical relation between goals (approach v. avoid) and means of goal-pursuit 
(eager v. vigilant) from regulatory focus theory, the effects of the means of goal-pursuit should 
interact with goals to influence subsequent judgments. Specifically, I predict that the construal 
level of benefits determines whether participants’ attitudes are affected by goal-relevant 
information in the messages. Participants in regulatory focus – means fit (v. non-fit) condition 
would perceive the advertisement to be more persuasive: they will perceive the promotion-
focused messages to be more persuasive when the message emphasizes eager means rather than 
vigilant means, and they will perceive the prevention-focused messages to be more persuasive 
when the messages emphasize vigilant means rather than eager means.  However, this regulatory 
fit effect on persuasion would be only observed if participants form sustainable product benefits 
closely (low-level construal). 
 
5.1 Method 
Participants and Design 
One hundred ninety-seven undergraduates at a US university participated for partial 
fulfillment of a course requirement. They were randomly assigned to one of eight conditions in a 
2 (regulatory focus of the message: promotion v. prevention) x 2 (construal level: self- v. global-
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benefit) x 2 (goal-pursuit strategy: eager v. vigilant) factorial design, between-participants 
experiment. 
! 
Stimulus materials 
Independent variables 
 In contrast to the prior studies in which I examined the effect of a primed goal and the 
psychological distance of benefit on sustainable products evaluations, Study 3 tested how 
message frames influence the evaluations of environmental advertisements. 
Regulatory focus of the message.  The regulatory focus of the messages was manipulated 
in two ways: (1) a picture focusing on either a positive or negative environmental state, and (2) 
the text in the advertisement.  One advertisement was intended to evoke a promotion-focused 
positive end-state with a vivid image of a natural forest, and another was intended to evoke a 
prevention-focused negative end-state with an image of tree stumps following a forest clearing.  
In the promotion message frames, participants read, “…will see more forest,” and in the 
prevention message frames, participants read, “…will stop deforestation” at the tagline. 
Construal level of benefits. Construal level was manipulated by changing the target of the 
advertised benefit. The advertisement that evoked proximal benefits read, “You will…”. The 
advertisement that evoked distal benefits read, “This planet will…” (Italics added in both cases). 
Goal-pursuit strategy.  Participants in the eager-strategy condition received a version of 
the advertisement with the headline suggesting they behave pro-environmentally by engaging in 
positive behaviors (i.e., “Buy reusable goods”).  Participants in the vigilance-strategy condition 
received a version of the advertisement suggesting they behave pro-environmentally by not 
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engaging in negative behaviors (i.e., “Avoid disposable goods”). See Appendix A for stimulus 
materials. 
Dependent variables 
Message Persuasiveness.  I asked participants to evaluate the advertisements using six 
seven-point scales anchored with the following: not at all like/very like, not at all persuasive/very 
persuasive, not at all credible/very credible, not at all critical/very critical, not at all 
important/very important, and not at all effective/very effective. Higher numbers always 
indicated more favorability, greater perceptions of efficacy.  These six items were averaged to 
create a persuasiveness index (alpha = .82). 
 
Procedure 
A single image featuring a pro-environment advertisement was presented on a computer 
screen for 60 seconds and disappeared automatically.  After reviewing the advertisement, 
participants completed two seven-point manipulation check items indicating (1) whether the 
advertisement was about “protection” or “enhancement,” (higher numbers indicate enhancement 
focus) and (2) whether the advertisement was about “subtract” or “add” (higher numbers indicate 
add focus). Then they completed an array of questions asking how persuasive the advertisement 
was.  A thank you screen then appeared and the session was completed. 
 
5.2 Results 
To ensure that the experimental manipulations would be successful in their intended 
framing, a check was made of the adequacy of the regulatory focus, and goal-pursuit strategy 
manipulations.  Participants in the promotion-focused message condition perceived the 
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advertisement to be more about “enhancement” than “protection”, in contrast, those in 
prevention-focused message condition perceived the advertisement to be more about “protection” 
than “enhancement” (M_promotion = 5.11 vs. M_prevention = 2.98, t(195) = 7.15, p < .01).  For 
the goal-pursuit strategy manipulation, participants in eager strategy condition perceived the 
advertisement to concern “add” more than “subtract”, and the responses were reversed among 
participants in vigilant strategy conditions (M_eager = 5.64 vs. M_vigilant = 3.96, t(195) = 7.37, 
p < .01). 
To test whether participants’ evaluations of the advertisement differed across the 
conditions a 2 (regulatory focus: promotion- v. prevention) x 2 (construal level: self- v. global) x 
2 (goal-pursuit strategy: eager- v. vigilant) between-subjects ANOVA was conducted on the 
persuasiveness index.  There was no main effect of regulatory focus (F(1, 188) = 1.06, p > .3), 
construal level of benefits (F(1, 188) = .33, p > .5), or goal-pursuit strategy (F(1, 188) = .98, p 
> .3).  Both regulatory focus x construal level (F(1, 188) = .13, p > .9) and construal level x goal-
pursuit-strategy interactions (F(1, 188) = .02, p > .9) were not significant. 
As predicted, a two-way interaction between regulatory focus and goal-pursuit strategy was 
significant (F(1, 188) = 9.78, p < .01): promotion-focused messages emphasizing eager means 
were more persuasive than those emphasizing vigilant means (M_eager = 5.45 v. M_vigilant = 
4.84, t(96) = 3.02, p < .05); prevention-focused messages emphasizing vigilant means were 
marginally more persuasive than those emphasizing eager means (M_vigilant = 5.16 v. M_eager 
= 4.81, t(86) = -1.72, p = .08).  More central to the hypothesis in this study, the regulatory focus 
x goal-pursuit strategy interaction was qualified by the predicted three-way interaction (F(1, 188) 
= 4.49, p < .05; see figure 5.1): the regulatory focus x goal-pursuit strategy interaction was 
significant only when the advertisements emphasized proximal-benefit.  In particular, 
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participants rated the promotion-framed (v. prevention framed) advertisement more persuasive 
when it suggested an eager strategy (M_promotion = 5.58 v. M_prevention = 4.62, t(50) = 3.47, 
p < .01), however, the persuasiveness ratings were reversed when it suggested a vigilant strategy 
(M_prevention = 5.22 v. M_promotion = 4.62, t(55) = 2.22, p < .03; see figure 5.1.B). 
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Figure 5.1 
Study 3: The effects of Regulatory Focus, Construal Level, and Goal-Pursuit Strategy on 
Message Persuasiveness 
A. Distal-benefit 
 
B. Proximal-benefit 
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5.3 Discussion 
The findings provide convergent evidence for the hypothesized relationship among 
regulatory focus, goal-pursuit strategies, and the construal level of benefits.  As predicted from 
the pattern of findings in Studies 1 and 2, the effects of matching self-regulatory goals (i.e., 
promotion or prevention focus) with goal-relevant information (i.e., eager or vigilant means) 
were not observed with psychologically distal benefits.  Individuals for whom benefits were 
described in proximal terms perceived the pro-environmental advertisements to be more 
persuasive when the regulatory focus of the messages fit with the type of action specified.  Yet, 
individuals for whom benefits were described in distal terms did not show any evidence that 
feeling right from regulatory fit influenced how people perceive persuasive message to be more 
effective. 
These results conceptually replicate the regulatory focus – construal level fit in studies 1 
and 2, and provide evidence that people place more weight on goal-relevant information when 
they feel benefits are close to themselves.  The next study was designed to extend the findings in 
Study 3 to further understand the mechanism driving the relationship between regulatory focus, 
construal level of benefits, and message persuasiveness.   
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CHAPTER 6 
STUDY 4 
  
One potential pathway linking three variables, regulatory focus – construal level fit and 
message persuasiveness, may be via elevated engagement while processing the messages.  Past 
research suggests that the experience of fit results in “feeling right” about an outcome and 
decision process (Higgins, 2003), intensifies reactions (Idson et al., 2000), increases engagement 
while processing information (Aaker & Lee, 2004, Higgins, 2000; 2006), and in turn induces 
greater processing fluency (Labroo & Lee, 2006; Lee et al., 2009). These findings support the 
notion that people place value in the subjective experience of an evaluative process above and 
beyond the value associated with the outcome valence (Higgins, 2000) and suggest that 
regulatory fit effect largely depends on the misattribution of processing fluency on evaluations.  
For example, Cesario et al. (2004) showed feeling of rightness from regulatory fit are directly 
misattributed to the persuasive messages. 
I predict proposed regulatory focus – construal level fit also elevates engagement while 
processing environmental messages. And in turn, individuals misattribute the strength of their 
engagement when judging whether the persuasive message was effective to the persuasiveness of 
the message. In other words, people tend to rate messages as persuasive when they feel engaged 
by those messages, and regulatory fit makes them feel engaged. To test the regulatory focus – 
construal level fit effect on message persuasiveness observed in Study 3, I added an engagement 
measure from Wang and Lee (2006) assessing the degree to which participants were engaged 
while processing mock environmental advertisements.  The experimental design was identical to 
that of Study 3, except the means of goal-pursuit variable was dropped. 
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6.1 Method 
Participants and Design 
Eighty-seven undergraduates at a US university participated for partial fulfillment of a 
course requirement. They were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 (regulatory 
focus of the message: promotion v. prevention) x 2 (psychological distance of benefit: proximal 
v. distal) between-subjects design. 
 
Stimulus materials 
Independent variables  
Manipulations of regulatory focus of the message and construal level were identical to 
those in Study 3 except goal-pursuit strategy variable was dropped.   
 
Dependent variables 
  Message Persuasiveness.   I asked participants to evaluate the advertisements using 
questions identical to those of Study 3 (seven-point scale anchored with: not at all like/very like, 
not at all persuasive/very persuasive, not at all credible/very credible, not at all critical/very 
critical, not at all important/very important, and not at all effective/very effective).  These five 
items were averaged to create a message persuasiveness index (alpha = .80). 
Engagement while processing the advertisement.  I assessed the degree to which 
participants were engaged while they reviewed the advertisement.  Using a seven-point scale, 
participants indicated the extent to which they were not at all involved/very involved, paid very 
little attention/paid a lot of attention, skimmed it quickly/read it carefully, not at all 
interested/very interested.  These four items were averaged to create an engagement index (alpha 
= .86), where higher numbers indicate greater engagement. 
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Procedure 
After reviewing the advertisement presented on a computer screen for 60 seconds, 
participants completed the message persuasiveness items and, then completed the engagement 
items. 
 
6.2 Results 
 To examine how fit between regulatory focus of the messages and construal level of 
benefits affects persuasion, a 2 (regulatory focus of the advertisement: promotion v. prevention) 
x 2 (construal level of benefits: proximal v. distal) between-subjects ANOVA was conducted on 
the message persuasiveness index. There was a significant main effect of regulatory focus (F(1, 
84) = 8.63, p < .01) indicating that participants rated the promotion-focused advertisement to be 
more persuasive than the prevention-focused advertisement (M_promotion = 5.47 v. 
M_prevention = 4.92).  The main effect of construal level of benefits was not significant (F(1,84) 
= .31, p > .6).  More central to the hypothesis in this study, regulatory focus x construal level 
interaction was significant.  Planned contrasts indicated that when proximal-benefit was 
emphasized, participants rated the promotion-focused advertisement to be more persuasive 
(M_promotion = 5.74 v. M_prevention = 4.76, t(41) = 3.09, p < .05); when distal-benefit was 
emphasized, participants did not differ in their ratings on the persuasiveness index 
(M_promotion = 5.20 v. M_prevention = 5.08, t(42) = .61, p > .5). 
To determine whether engagement played a role in the observed effects above, a 2 
(regulatory focus of the advertisement: promotion v. prevention) x 2 (construal level of benefits: 
proximal v. distal) between-subjects ANOVA was conducted on the engagement index.  
Participants were more involved while reviewing the promotion-focused advertisement than the 
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prevention-focused advertisement (M_promotion = 5.22 v. M_prevention = 4.76, F(1, 84) = 4.72, 
p < .05).  Construal level of benefits had no impact on engagement (F(1,84) = .28, p > .6).  
However, the main effect of regulatory focus of the advertisement was qualified with the 
predicted interaction (F(1, 84) = 7.02, p < .01).  Planned contrasts indicated that participants in 
the proximal-benefit condition were more involved when the advertisement was promotion-
focused than when the advertisement was prevention-focused (M_promotion = 5.57 v. 
M_prevention = 4.53, t(41) = 3.25, p < .01); participants in distal-benefit condition, however, did 
not differ in their engagement ratings (M_promotion = 4.88 v. M_prevention = 4.98, t(42) = -.35, 
p > .7). 
A series of regression analyses were conducted to examine the role of engagement as a 
potential mediator of regulatory focus – construal level fit effect (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  A 
dummy variable was created to indicate regulatory focus – construal level fit conditions. The 
promotion-focused advertisement with proximal-benefits and the prevention-focused 
advertisement with distal-benefits were coded 1; the promotion focused advertisement with 
distal-benefits and prevention-focused advertisement with proximal-benefits were coded 0. The 
results indicated that (1) focus – construal fit led greater engagement (beta = .56, t(86) = 2.60, p 
< .05); (2) engagement led to greater message persuasiveness (beta = .55, t(86) = 7.46, p < .01); 
(3) fit had a direct impact on message persuasiveness (beta = .43, t(86) = 2.20, p < .05); (4) the 
effect of fit on message persuasiveness became nonsignificant when engagement was included in 
the model as a predictor (beta = .12, t(85) = .76, p > .45), whereas the effect of engagement on 
message persuasiveness remained significant (beta = .54, t(85) = 6.95, p < .01).  A Sobel (1982) 
test confirmed that the reduction of the fit effect was significant (z = 2.48, p < .05), providing 
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evidence that the effect of regulatory focus – construal fit on message persuasiveness was 
mediated by engagement while processing the advertisement (see Figure 6.1). 
 
Figure 6.1 
Study 4: The Mediating Role of Engagement on Message Persuasiveness 
 
  * significant at p < .05 
** significant at p < .01 
 
6.3 Discussion 
The results from Study 4 identified self-reported engagement while processing 
advertisements as an underlying mechanism that mediates the regulatory focus – construal level 
fit effect on message persuasiveness.  These data provide convergent evidence in support of an 
engagement account of regulatory-fit effects.  In particular, participants paid more attention and 
put more effort to process the fit versus non-fit environmental advertisements, and this led to 
more favorable attitudes toward the advertisement. 
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CHAPTER 7 
GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
The present research was designed to investigate the persuasive impact of an 
environmental message as a function of both regulatory focus and construal level.  I proposed 
that one important determinant of whether people are likely to evaluate sustainable products, and 
advertisements for sustainable products, more favorably is whether people have the feeling that 
such products effectively result in a relevant benefit to self.  When people feel that sustainable 
products are unlikely to have an impact to them, they are less likely to be persuaded by messages 
promoting environmental goals. I suggest that such positive evaluations are most likely to be 
elicited when people’s self-regulatory focus (promotion v. prevention) and their construal level 
(concrete, low-level v. abstract, high-level) fit with one another.  Specifically, I proposed that 
people are more likely to be persuaded by environmental messages when they have a promotion 
focus (approaching positive end state) and accessible proximal-benefit, or both a prevention 
focus (avoiding negative end state) and accessible distal-benefit.   
In this dissertation I presented four experimental studies that tested the effect of 
regulatory focus – construal level fit on evaluations and persuasion.  The first two studies, in 
Chapters 3 and 4, examined how emphasizing discrete end states can induce regulatory fit effects 
via priming. In studies one and two, regulatory foci emphasizing promotion and prevention were 
primed using visual images and construal level was primed by imagining self or the earth. 
Results showed that regulatory focus – construal level fit elevates sustainable product 
evaluations, but the level of construals determined whether a self-regulatory goal influenced 
evaluations.  Promotion-primed participants had more favorable product evaluations when 
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message recipients thought of themselves (benefits were construed more closely), and 
prevention-primed participants had more favorable product evaluations when message recipients 
thought more globally (benefits were construed more distantly).  However, the effect of self-
regulatory goals on product evaluations diminished under conditions that induced abstract 
construal of benefits.  Study 2 replicated the findings from Study 1 and offered more support that 
matching regulatory focus with construal level of benefits can induce regulatory fit effects.  
Furthermore, implicit association test data in this study provided convincing evidence that a 
regulatory focus – construal level fit is critical on sustainable product evaluations among 
individuals who have not formed implicit associations between sustainable products and positive 
attributes. The degree to which a regulatory focus construal level fit elevates product evaluations 
depends on existing implicit attitudes toward sustainable products.  
The last two studies, in chapters 4 and 5, expand findings from the first two studies by 
introducing message framing effects on persuasion. In studies 3 and 4 regulatory foci 
emphasizing promotion and prevention goals were not primed, but were instead embedded in the 
persuasive stimuli; likewise, in studies 3 and 4 construal levels were not primed, but were instead 
embedded in the persuasive stimuli. Further, in Study 3, I investigated the extent to which people 
are differentially influenced by eager and vigilant goal pursuit strategies framed in an 
environmental message that either matches (i.e., regulatory focus – goal pursuit means fit) or 
mismatches (i.e., regulatory focus – goal pursuit means nonfit) with the message’s regulatory 
focus.  Consistent with studies 1 and 2, which used priming manipulations of regulatory focus 
and construal level, in study 3 the influence of a goal as well as other goal-relevant information 
(i.e., goal-pursuing means) on persuasion were limited to the case that benefits were represented 
closely.  Individuals for whom product benefits were closely construed perceived the 
! 57!
environmental advertisements to be more persuasive when the promotion-focused messages were 
presented with eagerness means (i.e., “buy reusable”) and prevention-focused messages were 
presented with vigilant means (i.e., “avoid disposable”).  Study 4 replicated the findings from 
Study 3 and offered more support for a general engagement account of regulatory fit effects.  
This study showed engagement while processing as a mediator of proposed regulatory focus – 
construal level fit on persuasion:  elevated engagement was observed when promotion focused 
messages emphasized proximal benefits and prevention focused messages emphasized distal 
benefits, and in turn, increased the message persuasiveness. 
The results of four studies also provide insight into the mechanism of how “feeling right” 
heightens evaluations under conflicting results from past research.  Some studies suggest that 
regulatory fit is more likely to occur under low motivation, indicative of peripheral information 
processing (e.g., Briley & Aaker, 2006; Wang & Lee, 2006), whereas other studies support 
regulatory fit corresponds to more systematic, or central route, processing of information (e.g., 
Aaker & Lee, 2001; Idson et al., 2000).  The present study may suggest a possible explanation 
for these conflicting accounts by showing that regulatory-fit effects on judgments can vary. The 
greater influence of regulatory-fit on product evaluations with implicit association test data 
(Study 2) adds on heuristic processing based explanations of fit effects. As a failure to correctly 
identify the source of “feeling right” enhanced persuasiveness in prior studies (e.g., Cesario et al., 
2004), individuals who have no implicit attitudes toward sustainable products showed more 
regulatory-fit effects, whereas the effect diminished among individuals with existing favorable 
implicit attitudes.  
Findings in Study 1 and 2 may lead to questions about how results are comparable with 
peripheral processing in the personal relevance and persuasion literature (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 
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1984; Petty, Cacioppo, & Glodman, 1981).  Personal relevance is the extent to which an issue in 
a persuasive message has direct consequence to the self.  For example, Petty et al. (1981) asked 
college students to evaluate comprehensive senior examinations, which were to be implemented 
before they graduate (in a year; high in personal relevance) versus after they graduate (in 10 
years; low in personal relevance).  Their results showed that participants in the low personal 
relevance condition made more peripheral, cue-based evaluations: they were affected more by 
the expertise of the source of the message than by the central merits of the arguments in favor of 
comprehensive exams.  In contrast, when participants believed the planned examination would 
affect them, they relied more on central route processing: they were affected more by the merits 
of the arguments than by the expertise of the source.  
In the present research, participants who construed product benefits with greater 
psychological distance (e.g., end states associated with the earth) may have been less involved 
and therefore engaged in less elaborative processing. These low-involvement participants may 
have relied more on peripheral processing, such as “sustainable product = desirable.” If so, they 
might not experience feeling right from regulatory-fit at all. However, an opposite prediction 
could be also possible, based on literature in personal relevance and persuasion, which is 
inconsistent with the current findings. Individuals who were not processing carefully due to 
greater psychological distance may be more likely to be influenced by the peripheral cue of 
feeling right from regulatory-fit. To investigate this possibility, future research should examine 
the direct impact of personal relevance and construal level on the amount of cognitive processes 
involved while reading stimulus materials.   
However, the goal-pursuit strategy results (Study 3) provide more support to systematic 
effects of regulatory fit that goal-relevant information cannot enhance judgment unless low-level 
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construals facilitated the use of discrete goals. Relatively few studies (e.g., Aaker & Lee, 2001; 
Idson, Liberman, & Higgins, 2000) proposed a systematic processing account of regulatory fit 
effects.  Idson, Liberman, and Higgins (2000) observed that participants were able to distinguish 
gains versus losses within the fixed desired end-state as an evidence of cognitive processing. 
Aaker and Lee (2001) demonstrated that people process information more systematically in goal 
compatible conditions by showing greater recall of goal-relevant information, and thus, more 
favorable evaluations of a brand occurred. Notably, findings in Study 3 highlight the importance 
of low-level construal to induce regulatory fit effects on judgments. 
Although the current research contributes to systematic processing accounts of regulatory 
fit, results of Study 4 do not provide a direct link from personal involvement to systematic 
processing. The mediating role of elevated engagement found in this study is consistent with 
how the regulatory focus literature presents the mechanism of “feeling right” effects on various 
judgments.  However, engagement while processing an advertisement does not necessarily mean 
that people were involved in more in-depth cognitive processes.  It is possible that benefits 
represented closely may minimally motivate individuals to differentiate whether types of goals 
match or mismatch with construal level of benefits, and in turn, causes elevated evaluations.  
Alternatively, the effects can be purely from misattribution of mere increased procedural 
engagement.  Further research would be required to answer these systematic processing accounts 
of the observed effects. 
Several researchers (e.g., Lee et al., 2009; Liberman et al., 1999; Pennington & Roese, 
2003) have speculated on the relationship between regulatory focus and construal level.  These 
studies mainly focused on a goal-centered approach to discuss findings.  For example, Lee, 
Keller, and Sternthal (2009) emphasized regulatory focus – construal level fit at which 
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information is presented results in more favorable brand attitudes, however, overlooked 
indifferent evaluations between promotion- and prevention-focused individuals in high-level 
construal messages conditions: their study only provided planned contrasts between high- v. low-
level construal messages to claim regulatory focus – construal fit effects. Liberman, Idson, 
Camacho, and Higgins (1999) argued that a promotion focus facilitates a more abstract (high-
level construal) representation of a task, and a prevention focus facilitates a more concrete (low-
level construal) representation of a task. Pennington and Rose (2003), similarly, discussed how 
promotion-focus is associated with a distal temporal perspective and prevention-focus is 
associated with a proximal temporal perspective. The present research, in contrast to the prior 
studies described above, provides different explanations in terms of mental construals.  That is, 
given the proposed regulatory focus – construal level fit effect is present, findings in the present 
research provide explanations about how construal level determines whether people use certain 
goals and relevant information on following evaluations of target objects.  At a glance, my 
results may simply suggest that matching regulatory focus with construal level of benefits 
elevates sustainable product evaluations and persuasion.  However, the most important finding in 
this research is that different levels of mental representations of product benefits (e.g., near v. 
far) guides people to the use self-regulatory goals and related information.  Therefore, my results 
indicate that presenting sustainable product benefits closely to individuals with an emphasis on 
attainment of goals they hope and aspire could be a more successful approach.  
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APPENDIX A 
Priming Materials 
Regulatory focus prime  
Adapted from Wong-Baker FACES Pain Rating Scale (Wong & Baker, 1988) 
Promotion Priming presented facial expression sequentially from 1 (negative) to 6 (positive) 
Prevention Priming presented facial expression sequentially from 6 (negative) to 1 (positive) 
• A set of six images repeated five times to prime promotion and prevention focus 
• Each image was presented for two seconds 
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Construal level of benefits prime 
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APPENDIX B 
Attitude Measures 
Study1: 3-Item Attitude Valence 
Please choose the number on the following scale that best describe sustainable products. 
A sustainable product is: 
Bad 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Good 
Negative 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Positive 
Unfavorable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Favorable 
 
Study 2: 15-Item Cognitive and Affective Attitudes Measure (Crites, Fabrigar, & Petty, 1994) 
 
Please choose the number on the following scale that best describes your feelings toward 
sustainable products. 
Hateful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Love 
Delighted 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Favorable 
Annoyed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Happy 
Tense 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Calm 
Bored 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Excited 
Angry 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Relaxed 
Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Accepted 
Sorrow 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Joy 
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Please choose the number on the following scale that best describes the characteristics of 
sustainable products. 
Useless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Useful 
Foolish 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Wise 
Unsafe 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Safe 
Harmful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Beneficial 
Worthless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Valuable 
Imperfect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Perfect 
Unhealthy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Healthy 
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APPENDIX C 
Implicit Association Test 
Implicit Association Test Sample Screens 
 
Implicit Association Test Pictures 
 
Good and Bad words used in Implicit Association Test 
Good Words: joy, love, peace, wonderful, pleasure, friend, laughter, happy 
Bad Words: agony, terrible, horrible, nasty, evil, war, awful, failure  
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APPENDIX D 
Mock Environmental Advertisement 
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APPENDIX E 
Persuasiveness Measure 
Please choose the number on the following scale that best describes the advertisement that you 
saw on the previous screen. 
Not at all like 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very like 
Not at all persuasive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very persuasive 
Not at all credible 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very credible 
Not at all critical 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very critical 
Not at all important 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very important 
Not at all effective 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very effective 
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APPENDIX F 
Involvement Measures 
Please choose the number on the following scale that best describes you while you reviewed the 
advertisement. 
 Not at all involved 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very involved 
Paid very little attention 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Paid a lot of attention 
Skimmed it quickly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Read it carefully 
Not at all interested 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very interested 
 
 
 
 
 
 
